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Research on Women in the 
Canadian Labour Force 
by Lorna Marsden 
From whatever p e r s p e c t i v e one views i t , 
productive work r e l a t i o n s are key to 
understanding both group and In d i v i d u a l 
p o s i t i o n s of people in our s o c i e t y . 
Whatever p e r s p e c t i v e i s adopted, some 
d i v i s i o n of labour by sex i s assumed or 
discovered in any s o c i e t y and modifies 
the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the sexes i n 
other major i n s t i t u t i o n s such as the 
fa m i l y , p o l i t i c s , r e l i g i o n or education 
and modifies the processes of s o c i a l 
1 i f e . 
By labour f o r c e p a r t i c i p a t i o n , most 
studies c a r r i e d out in Canada have r e -
f e r r e d to the paid labour force par-
t i c i p a t i o n of women (the g a i n f u l l y em-
ployed) rather than the d i v i s i o n of 
labour by sex and the more broadly 
based concern of how production i s 
organized and with what end i n view. 
For the most part, t h i s is because the 
perspective of n e o c l a s s i c a l economics 
has predominated in studies of labour 
fo r c e p a r t i c i p a t i o n with the f u l l set of 
assumptions about the nature of econ-
omic r e l a t i o n s (maximizing) and of 
production. There are other important 
t h e o r e t i c a l questions which require 
examination from the s o c i o l o g i s t ' s point 
of view (as opposed to that of e i t h e r 
the economist or the h i s t o r i a n ) i f we 
are to understand the r e l a t i o n s h i p of 
women to production in t h i s former 
colony which has moved from agrarian to 
i n d u s t r i a l modes of production over the 
past two hundred years. Unless we look 
at t h i s perspective on production, that 
i s , the perspective of women, we w i l l 
f a i l to understand the nature and pro-
cesses of Canadian s o c i e t y as a whole. 
Such s o c i o l o g i c a l concerns have not been 
ignored ( f o r example, Dorothy Smith, 
1973; Oswald H a l l , I966) but the develop-
ment of these basic ideas has been 
ne i t h e r systematic nor s u b s t a n t i a t e d . 
In attempting to carry on with an exam-
i n a t i o n of the nature of labour f o r c e 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n as o u t l i n e d above there 
are some major b a r r i e r s : one i s to focus 
upon the key t h e o r e t i c a l problems; 
second is to overcome the problems of 
data gaps and forms in order to sub-
s t a n t i a t e the t h e o r e t i c a l p r o p o s i t i o n s 
f o r i n v e s t i g a t i o n ; the t h i r d i s to f i n d 
the labour, time and d o l l a r s to do the 
research and to l e g i t i m a t e t h i s type of 
research. 
The arguments presented h e r e a f t e r are 
n e i t h e r p a r t i c u l a r l y o r i g i n a l nor exhaus-
t i v e . Not that there i s a lack of recent 
l i t e r a t u r e on the t o p i c . There has been 
work of economic, s o c i o l o g i c a l and h i s -
t o r i c a l s i g n i f i c a n c e on the t h e o r e t i c a l 
and e m p i r i c a l issues of female labour 
fo r c e p a r t i c i p a t i o n . There have been 
c r i t i q u e s of a s t r u c t u r a l i s t , f u n c t i o n a -
l i s t and neo-Marxist p e r s p e c t i v e . There 
have been Royal Commissions, case studies, 
reviews of union, management and govern-
ment records on working women. The pages 
of the Canadian Newsletter of Research on 
Women (CNRW) are r i c h with theses, 
studies in progress and reviews of t h i s 
l i t e r a t u r e . But the u n s a t i s f a c t o r y f e e l -
ing upon reviewing i t i s that w h i l e there 
has been much that i s worthwhile and 
w h i l e we have come a long way from the 
less developed but s t i l l v a l u a b l e d i s c u s -
sions of Marxism vs feminism as explana-
t i o n s f o r women's work f o r pay; from the 
s t r a i g h t d e s c r i p t i o n accounts of nine-
teenth-century female workers; from down-
r i g h t undocumented complaints about op-
pression which f a i l e d to d e f i n e the term 
or extend the a n a l y s i s — w h i l e much of 
that i s behind us, we nonetheless have 
not s a t i s f a c t o r i l y resolved the problems 
of women workers in t h i s s o c i e t y . P a r t l y 
t h i s i s because we are s t i l l r e a c t i n g to 
a l i t e r a t u r e which deals with the United 
States or European experience and diverts 
attention from the particular circum-
stances of industrialization in Canada; 
and partly because we have not resolved 
the problem of melding o f f i c i a l statis-
tics with case materials and observa-
tions in a satisfying way to resolve our 
theoretical problems. Indeed, I argue 
that we have failed to identify the major 
theoretical problems which have to be re-
solved because we are insufficiently 
aware of our own history and circumstan-
ces . 
The Nature of the Issue 
Until f a i r l y recently the majority of 
researchers have accepted two broad 
assumptions about women in the paid 
labour force. Fi r s t , most have seen 
women as secondary workers in relation 
to men and to the forms of economic 
production in the society, and second, 
the primacy of chlldrearing has been 
assumed, confusing the discussion of the 
desirability or rationality of paid 
labour. Much literature then goes on 
to fuss, more or less elegantly and 
systematically, with the details of how 
the characteristics of women and the 
labour markets operate and what induces 
women in or out of paid labour, what 
types of women remain (as "good bets") 
and what this means for training, child-
care and labour force st a b i l i t y . (Con-
nelly, 1974). 
The focus is on two assumed crite r i a 
for the examination of production: the 
centrality of the prime age male labour 
force to the economy and the distance 
women find themselves from meeting the 
male model of labour fprce participation. 
An example of such assumptions is to be 
found In a 1972 address given by Sylva 
Gelber then Director of the Women's 
Bureau, Department of Labour, Govern-
ment of Canada, in which she said, 
". . . the present pattern of female 
labour force in Canada today might well 
be used as the bench mark against which 
may be measured Canada's forward march 
in attaining equal opportunity for 
women." Such a definition of equality 
is one to which we are often reduced by 
the nature of the Information available 
on female work and workers but it 
places an emphasis upon the integration 
of women as primary workers that is 
very narrow. A c r i t i c a l difference 
from such an assumption is shown in 
Gail Cook's recent Opportunity for 
Choice: A Goal for Women In Canada 
(1976) which is based upon similar 
sorts of data to that which Sylva Gelber 
has used in her Facts and Figures: 
Women in the Labour Force series. How-
ever, Cook has taken the criterion for 
equality much further in asserting that 
". . . equal opportunity for choice would 
characterize Canadian society if the 
whole range of emotional and financial 
burdens and rewards of participation in 
society, exclusive of pregnancy and 
childbirth, were unrelated to one's sex" 
(1976:2). She goes on to discuss the 
reciprocal aspect of this, an expansion 
In the range of effective choices for 
Canadians, thus labour f o r c e p a r t i c i p a -
t i o n i s n e i t h e r defined in terms of men 
nor seen as the primary basis f o r the 
measurement of e q u a l i t y . 
Cook i s j u s t one example of the current 
questioning of both basic assumptions 
about women as workers although there 
seems to be a vigorous debate around only 
the f i r s t assumption, that i s , that 
women are secondary workers. For example, 
the work on segmented labour markets pro-
vides i n s i g h t i n t o the maintenance of 
categories of people ( f o r example, women) 
as low paid workers (Armstrong and Arm-
strong, 1975; Connelly, 1976; Gunderson, 
1976). 
The second assumption, that women accept 
or should accept the primacy of mother-
ing, i s under attack but more ofte n from 
the perspective of population based con-
cerns or e q u a l i t y of. domestic responsi-
b i l i t i e s than from the perspective of 
production s t u d i e s . 
Before looking at the way in which the 
t h e o r e t i c a l arguments can be developed 
to f u r t h e r the c r i t i c a l p erspective of 
work on women in the labour f o r c e , l e t 
us look at the major sources of research 
m a t e r i a l s on the subject. 
Data Sources and Problems 
S o c i o l o g i s t s working in the f i e l d of 
labour force p a r t i c i p a t i o n must r e l y 
h e a v i l y on the work of economists and 
h i s t o r i a n s , e s p e c i a l l y economists in the 
government sec t o r . The government data 
c o l l e c t e d on n a t i o n a l or p r o v i n c i a l 
samples ( f o r example, the census, monthly 
labour f o r c e survey, income and s p e c i a l 
s t u d i e s ) which are c o l l e c t e d at one time 
and o f t e n on a p r e d i c t a b l e and comparable 
bases provide useful i n d i c a t o r s of work 
pa t t e r n s , income patterns and labour 
markets., The problem i s that they pro-
vide only evidence of the consequences 
of the s o c i a l r e l a t i o n s which s o c i a l 
s c i e n t i s t s are t r y i n g to analyse and 
understand. For example, in the revised 
monthly labour f o r c e survey we now have 
f a r more useful information about unem-
ployment among women and the job search 
process--a very great improvement over 
the past years m a t e r i a l s — b u t the analy-
s i s can not take us beyond the d i f f e r e n -
t i a t i o n of rates by sex, regions, occu-
pations and i n d u s t r i a l groupings, age 
groups, e t c . I f we are to understand 
what unemployment means in the career 
l i f e of a woman, the d i v i s i o n of labour 
at home and at work, the s o c i a l r e l a -
t i o n s between employer and employee, 
job seeker and the community, the nature 
of the job s e a r c h — i n other words, i f we 
are to have any understanding of how 
groups w i t h i n our s o c i e t y f u n c t i o n with 
respect to the production s e c t o r , we 
need much, much more. We need to be 
able to look behind the r e s u l t s of 
those survey data to study worker pro-
cesses in the community (Marsden, 1976). 
H i s t o r i c a l m a t e r i a l s and community and 
case s t u d i e s , on the other hand, a l -
though extremely valuable as a tool f o r 
meeting j u s t the problems o u t l i n e d , and 
although growing In number and range, 
are l im i ted In genera l izab i11ty and in 
l inkages to the other fac tors i n f l u e n -
c ing the product ion processes. For ex-
ample, j u s t as Os t ry ' s The Female Worker 
in Canada doesn ' t t e l l us much about 
working women and t h e i r l i f e in the so -
c i e t y or cont r ibu t ion to the economy, 
so Women at Work; Ontario 1850-1930 p ro -
vides only some b r i e f glimpses at the 
forces and re la t ions o f production which 
would show us the h i s to ry o f how we have 
a r r i v e d at our current segmented and low 
paid p o s i t i o n . 
A source o f data that is becoming i n -
c reas ing l y publ ished and useful is that 
o f lega l cases o f d i s c r im ina t i on which 
come before human r ights commissions 
and labour standards branches of govern-
ment (e.g. Bourne, 1976; L 'Ega le , 1976). 
C o l l e c t i v e agreements and observations 
o f hiring and negot iat ing between women 
and employers and women and union execu-
tives are a l so Invaluable raw mater ia l s 
as i w i l l show. The increas ing number of 
loca l or regional h i s t o r i e s (many o f 
which are reviewed in the CNRW) and the 
biographies o f workers provide exce l l en t 
data. 
But as yet we have no systematic body of 
mater ia l s a v a i l a b l e fo r I n te rp re ta t i on . 
There is much hope in the Hamilton 
s tud ie s , s tudies o f s p e c i f i c occupat ional 
and worker groups and of work and pro-
duct ion in s p e c i f i c regions o f the coun-
t ry such as the marginal work world study 
in Ha l i f ax . But these ongoing studies 
need to be l inked to key theore t i ca l i s -
sues and other data from which we can 
draw more firmly based conclusions than 
are possible at present. At least for 
sociologists, the resolution of the the-
oretical questions is crucial for re-
search. 
The Theoretical Questions 
Let me now focus on the three broad ques-
tions which I believe need to be resolved 
in the study of female labour force par-
ticipation as a prelude to answering the 
related questions of class, gender and 
occupational relations In Canadian soci-
ety. Since we do live in an industriali-
zed economy with the basic relations of 
work set in the context of capitalist 
organization, we do need to have a firm 
grip upon the way in which patterns of 
female work operate in the regional, oc-
cupational and sectoral labour markets. 
The realignment of Interests In this 
f i e l d , following upon the foundation 
established by such economists as Ostry 
(1969), Cook (1976) and Gunderson (1976) 
and extending in a more sociologically 
sophisticated way should be on the con-
nection between current patterns of gain-
ful employment and other social patterns 
in the family and the community and their 
change. An argument such as is to be 
found in Connelly's study of women as a 
reserve army of labour (1976) leads us 
to an examination of the causes of cur-
rent trends but does not spell out the 
important consequences for women workers 
and the community. The work of some 
economists such as All Ingham (1967, 1968) 
and Spencer (1970, 1972) are from a so-
ciological perspective a deadend t r a i l . 
The concentration upon family size, 
training, age and technical qualifica-
tions begs a l l the Important questions 
about the structure and power relation-
ships which permit the continuation of 
labour markets making possible only 
such patterns of work. It is not tech-
nology or industrialization which have 
enforced such work patterns as the 
economists document, designed for an 
urban, prime age male labour force, but 
rather management and power interests 
which have permitted such technology 
and organization to be maintained. What 
we need to know is how this happened, 
how It is maintained and where the for-
ces for change exist. This means far 
more historical, macrosociological and 
macroeconomic studies on women in the 
context of Canadian development taking 
into account the new emphasis in his-
tory on the crucial legal, social and 
technological changes which have af-
fected the organization of women's 
productive contributions. 
Equally limiting is the concentration 
upon differential wages, or the rewards 
of the system of production (Gunderson, 
1976; Women's Bureau, 1967-1975). 
While for policy purposes such studies 
are interesting and for political 
mobilization they are essential (Mac-
donald, 1975), they s t i l l do not ad-
dress the central concerns about 
authority, the division of work tasks 
and social relations at work by sex. 
Further we need to understand proces-
ses of wage negotiation by both organ-
ized and individual workers, negotiation 
over specific tasks and promotions and 
specifically at what point in the pro-
cess women workers settle for less pay 
and lower status (Madden, 1972). For 
example, it appears that it may be at 
the point of hiring rather than earlier 
or later that basic relationships are 
established which set the pattern of a 
worker's l i f e or the position of a job 
category. For highly qualified workers, 
the negotiated process of entry to post-
secondary and especially graduate 
studies is equally crucial (Marsden, et 
al , 1975). Sociological methods do 
offer a body of research techniques 
capable of helping us to understand such 
events (Kervin, 1976). 
A third major problem of both theoretical 
and empirical Importance concerns the 
relationship between paid and unpaid 
labour. There is a considerable amount 
of work underway on the meaning and im-
portance of housework and home based 
work (cf. Moffat, 1976). Crucial issues 
can be solved i f we understand the part 
which housework plays in production, who 
benefits by its continued existence and 
the transformation which is likely to 
occur in the near future; the balance be-
tween paid labour and nonpaid is part of 
a p o l i t i c a l analysis of the economy and 
the position of both women and men. 
Here, too, we can establish theoretically 
and empirically the meaning of unemploy-
ment, of 1ife-cyclework patterns and of 
life-cycle earnings. We can get behind 
the data to see how relations of produc-
tion are negotiated in and out of the 
f a m i l y (Meissner, 1975). 
If c l a s s r e l a t i o n s do grow out of the re-
l a t i o n s of production, and are defined 
not i n terms of rewards but of the pro-
cesses of n e g o t i a t i o n which a r i s e around 
production, then the key i s to understand 
women's work, women's r e l a t i o n s h i p to 
property and the nature of the f a m i l y as 
a u n i t of production. 
This is not a r e d u c t i o n i s t argument. 
That i s , I am not a s s e r t i n g that the 
fa m i l y is only a u n i t of production but 
i s an a c t i v e u n i t f o r the o r g a n i z a t i o n 
of productive r e l a t i o n s . Some basic as-
pects of production are so c l o s e l y l i n k e d 
with reproduction that we must understand 
how production is organized there i f we 
are to make any progress in understanding 
the r e l a t e d issues ( M i t c h e l l , 1971). It 
i s from a basis of the f a m i l y , that l a -
bour is organized, t r a i n e d , r e c r u i t e d 
and r e i n f o r c e d i n t o accepting the nature 
of the work l i f e which we c u r r e n t l y ex-
perience. It is when women do not f i t 
in t o the o r g a n i z a t i o n of production, such 
as on the family farm, that we f i n d high 
rates of migration of young women in t o 
the urban areas, the high rates of female 
p a r t i c i p a t i o n in the s e r v i c e and t e r t i a r y 
sectors of the economy and the e s t a b l i s h -
ment of a pattern of secondary production 
which c h a r a c t e r i z e s our s o c i e t y at the 
present time. 
A l t e r n a t i v e Theories and Forms: 
In f a c t , of course, none of the questions 
o u t l i n e d above is o r i g i n a l nor even 
r a d i c a l . Probably the most urgent need 
from the perspective of a s o c i o l o g i s t , 
is f o r the development of a f u l l y theor-
e t i c a l l y j u s t i f i e d a n a l y s i s of the Can-
adian labour force and the sexual r e l a -
tions of labour. Such questions as why 
males have such a d i f f e r e n t p o s i t i o n 
from our own, the causes of t h e i r a l i e n -
a t i o n and oppression, the success of the 
capture of male labour by employers 
(owners and managers), the phenomenon of 
men's continuing i n t e g r a t i o n i n t o nearly 
a l l occupational groups, the t o t a l i t y of 
t h e i r absorption i n t o competitive wage 
rai s e s and the maintenance of a system 
which separates them from t h e i r c h i l d r e n , 
t h e i r spouses and t h e i r p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n 
many aspects of community l i f e i s deser-
ving of a thorough re-examination. So 
is the apparent f a i l u r e of the educa-
t i o n a l system to induce women to accept 
these patterns of l i f e , but the i n c r e a s -
ing capture of women as labour f o r c e 
p a r t i c i p a n t s and the g u l l a b i l i t y of the 
males who have swallowed the package and 
the paucity of t h e i r rewards f o r doing 
so (e a r l y deaths, high rates of accidents, 
s u i c i d e and i n d u s t r i a l disease, inade-
quate wages, material i n s e c u r i t i e s , urban 
tens i o n s ) . 
We need to r e - i n t e r p r e t a l l those f i n d -
ings from S t a t i s t i c s Canada studies which 
have shown how women ' f i t ' i n t o the male 
work fo r c e , to f i n d out where women re -
s i s t f i t t i n g i n . It is at those points 
of r e s i s t a n c e that we w i l l d iscover the 
very i n t e r e s t i n g nature of the female 
c u l t u r e and r e l a t i o n s of production i n 
Canada (e.g., a l l the poor women who do 
not go out to work . . .) . Conclusion 
Research Barriers 
While the types of research that have 
been proposed above are theoretically 
within our grasp, empirically there are 
some substantial barriers to the com-
pletion of these tasks at the present 
time. The barriers reduce to three: 
time, money and data. 
Time is a problem because there are so 
few researchers interested in the prob-
lem or at least in a position to carry 
it out in the institutions where they 
work; time is also a problem because 
women's relationship to production is 
changing so rapidly with major shifts in 
our economic structure and because much 
of what happened in the past is not 
readily available—or has become lost 
through time. 
Data are even more d i f f i c u l t . Data col-
lected for Statistics Canada are based 
upon the present organization of the 
economy in terms of paid labour force 
production. The data show patterns of 
consequences of social negotiation be-
tween workers and employers but not the 
processes. We don't really know from 
national and o f f i c i a l sources of data 
what women do i f they are not at work 
(cf. Boyd 1975) nor what happens on the 
job or at the hiring point. Further-
more, data are not organized into his-
torical series which can help us answer 
questions about basic patterns. 
In a diverse, regionalized and colonized 
country such as Canada, i t is no doubt 
true to say that an adequate understand-
ing of women's paid work and how it in-
stitutionalizes gender behaviour w i l l 
take a very long time. But i t is also 
true that until we have a sociological 
theory which is suitable for testing we 
will not be able to begin. 
Equally true is the fact that until the 
there is a recognition of the need to 
undertake this research we will not have 
the financial support from research 
bodies nor the publication outlets to 
make such work possible in a researcher's 
career. The impetus to providing time, 
money and f a c i l i t i e s grows with the 
recognition of the contribution of women 
to the economy, especially in times of 
labour shortage such as will be experi-
enced in this country in the mid - '80's. 
The pressure on governments and unions 
to deal with the policy issues of equal 
pay for work of equal value, affirmative 
action programmes and the integration 
of female workers into traditional male 
preserves may be the impetus we want. 
It will be a shame i f when the barriers 
break down we cannot focus on the im-
portant issues in a fully theoretically 
justified way. 
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